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Coaching Learning:
Perspectives on Teaching and Learning
by Sue Ann Sharma

Introduction

I

n the book The Next Generation Leader, Andy Stanley (2003) offered these
powerful words to maximize potential in any area: "You may be good. You
may even be better than everyone else. But without a coach, you will never
be as good as you could be" (p. 12). This is why so many teachers value
professional development that is sustained through the coaching experience.
Despite decades of professional development designed to enhance the
performance of teachers in the classroom, what was lacking, in some cases, was
additional follow-up that offered support and encouragement to assist teachers
in implementing new instructional strategies learned during professional
development.

Sue Ann Sharma

Most teachers have an innate desire to learn. They often seek professional development opportunities to
gain new insights into pedagogy that would enhance their repertoire of instructional practices.
Professional standards indicate and many teachers report that the most effective professional
development is supportive, participatory in nature and sustained over time (Hirsh, 2009: Commission
on Effective Teachers and Teaching, 2011; National Staff Development Council, 2009). According to
several national studies, professional development is key to increasing teacher quality and student
achievement (e.g. Commission on Effective Teachers and Teaching (CETT), 2011, Educational Testing
Services (ETS), 2009, and the National Staff Development Council (NSDC), 2009). In fact, higher
professional development standards have been adopted by more than 40 states (Hirsh, 2009). In
addition, Darling-Hammond and John Bransford (2005) make the case that "standards for learning are
now higher than they have ever been before" (p. 2); this places an increased demand for teachers to have
the abilities to meet the diverse needs of learners (Hammon, Wei, Andee, Richardson, & Orphanos,
2009). However, the aforementioned national organizations report that transforming teaching and
learning practice requires more than a set of procedural instructional practices often associated with
workshop experiences This work emphasizes the need for transformative learning experiences for teachers
that are within a reflective job-embedded framework much like medical professionals experience with
practice-based learning (Snow, Griffin, & Burns, 2005).

Professional Development and Coaching
The North Central Research Education Lab (NCREL), as well as the NSDC and the National Center
for Research on Teacher Learning (NCRTL) are among the growing consensus that supports coaching as
a way to provide ongoing job-embedded professional development. This model of professional
development engages teachers in sustained conversations about instruction and student learning in a
contextual framework. Interestingly, coaching is grounded in the empirical findings from the 1980s that
suggest on-going support be provided as part of effective in-service training (Joyce and Showers, 1987).
With minimum effort, a new strategy learned can be transferred into the classroom (Joyce & Showers,
1983). However, it is through proficiency of use and teacher reflection that strategies can to be adapted
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to fit the context of the classroom (Joyce &
Showers, 1983; Mezirow, 1997). Further learning
research suggested coaching, as a possible way to
develop deep learning (Bransford, Brown, &
Cocking, 1999).

School Reform Coaching
The notion of sustaining professional
development through the implementation of a
literacy coach was popularized by the Reading
First Intiative (United States Department of
Education, 2002; Games, Jacob, Horst, Boulay,
& Unlu, 2008; Bean & Dagen, 2012). Non
Reading First school districts sought ways to
leverage funding sources in order to create
literacy coaching positions (Russo, 2004; Bean &
Dagen 2012). One model used by Reading First
was the reform-oriented coach based on a causal
chain many believe to be inherent in coaching.
This model, posited by Walpole & McKenna
(2013), suggests school reform through the
means of coaching whereby a coaching effort is
intended to change teacher practice and further
student achievement.

contained silos of practice leveraging
instructional change; the learning coach in this
study was positioned to facilitate the
transformation of instruction through teacher
reflections. Ultimately, the coach serves the
classroom teacher as a resource and partner in
supporting explicit transfer of new learning
acquired during professional development into
classroom practice. Additionally, coaching
provides the sustained time needed for
knowledge sharing among experienced and
novice professionals and is enhanced by tacit
understanding or unarticulated personal
knowledge sharing (Polanyi, 1967 & 2009; Ray,
2009). Observation and reflective conversation
are two methods utilized by coaches that provide
opportunity for the exchange of both explicit and
tacit knowledge (Shim and Roth, 2008). More
specifically, coaching creates a context for coconstruction of understanding that uniquely
supports the transfer of professional development
through joint productive activity based on a
learner's ZPD (Tharp & Gallimmore, 1988).

Theoretical Perspective
Instructional Coaching
More recently, the instructional coaching model
suggested by Walpole & McKenna (2013) has a
broader array of instructional targets that are not
limited to literacy. It has been well documented
that coaching roles vary as determined by the
school or district (Bean & Dagen, 2012; Walpole
& McKenna, 2013). The title and
responsibilities of a coach may include teaching,
coaching and leading school reading programs
(International Reading Association, 2010).
Successful coaches effortlessly shift roles as
needed from teacher, learner, grant writer, schoollevel planner, curriculum expert, to researcher
(Walpole and McKenna, 2013).

Constructivism
The philosophical and conceptual framework
guiding this qualitative case study is that learning
is constructed based on a learner's social
experiences. The construction of knowledge is an
active process that takes place in a social
environment. A particular salient feature of
constructivism is that a learner's developmental
potential can be set beyond the learner's
capability by balancing old understanding with
new encounters based on their zone of proximal
development (ZPD) (Rogoff, 1990; Tharp &
Gallimore 1988; and Vygotsky, 1978).

Constructive Practices and Coaching
Reflective Practice Coaching
Contrary to a one-dimensional framework of
coaching that is often described in literature as
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Tharp and Gallimore (1988) describe teacher
competency in terms of stages from assisted to
self-assistance and finally automatic performance.

Michigan Reading Journal

Sue Ann Sharma

Facilitation of teacher competency from assisted
to independent and proficient performance
should be the ultimate goal of coaching.
Therefore, reflective conversations, a component
of coaching, create a system for assisting teacher
performance beyond professional development
training. In addition, coaching offers a unique
opportunity for sustained time that is needed for
effective transfer of explicit and tacit knowledge,
the unspoken know-how of teaching (Polanyi,
1966, 2009) from the experienced to the novice
teacher.

From Coaching to Reflective
Practitioner
If the intent of professional development is to
positively impact student learning by enhancing
instructional practice, then coaching, which is
ongoing, site-based, authentic, and job-embedded professional development, has potential to
foster professional growth of teachers as coaching
is individualized based on the specific needs of
the professional. Differentiated coaching can result in the transformation of practice marked by
identifiable shifts in language and action that are
organic and recursive in nature. The coach in this
study is operationalized as a learning coach: one
who forms connections with individual teachers
in order to help practitioners puzzle through
their own practice for transfer to teaching. This
study's model is not one of the learning coach as
the expert demonstrating instructional practices
for the teachers to mimic. Instead, the emphasis
of this study is on teachers' analyses of their own
teaching practices, self-reflection, and guided
reflective conversations that scaffold teachers'
growth in ways that allow them to transfer
learning from professional development training
to classroom practice, and subsequently, students'
learning. The coaching framework of this study
is thus aligned with Schon's theory of reflection
in action (Schon, 1983). Teachers had choice
over their instructional practice and were given
choice of the level of coach-to-teacher
collaboration desired. As a result, this learning

coach model was situational, practitioner-unique,
based on large amounts of data and artifacts
related to the teachers' practice. This enabled the
transformation of practice through reflective
discourse that took place between the
participants and the learning coach over an
extended period of time (Mezirow, 2000).

Methodology
Observational Case Study
Methodology
"Miyanoto Mus has hi ( 15 84-16 5), a Japanese
warrior, once said that 'Perception is strong and
sight weak. In strategy it is important to see
distant things as if hey are close and to take in
distanced view of close things" (as cited in
Patton, 2002, p. 38). This analogy used by
Patton is at the heart of case-study research. The
research described here strives to make sense of
the interdependent relationship between a
teacher and learning coach, reflective practice,
and indicators of teaching and learning
transformation as part of the transfer of
professional development into classroom
practice. Unlike instrumental case study solely,
which is utilized to gain an understanding of
something, observational case study techniques
were also part of the methodology design since
the investigator in this study was also the
learning coach and therefore a participant
observer in this case study (Stake, 1995). By
focusing on two participants and a robust range
of data sources, a combination of instrumental
and observational case study methodology
allowed the investigator to contextualize and
make sense of the complexity that comes with
teacher as learner.

Setting and Participants
In 2006, I was a reading specialist/learning coach
in a K-6 Michigan suburban elementary school,
which was the learning community for 5 50
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students. The majority of the students were from
White, middle-class families. Free and reduced
lunch constituted 27% of the school's
population. The principal's expectation of my
primary role was to coach teachers. He believed
that sustained student acheivement was directly
related to teacher practice. Therefore, he gave me
the automony to differentiate my assistance to
teachers. As a result, many of the tasks in which I
engaged with teachers included coach as
encourager, facilitator, and demonstrator
(Vanderburg and Stephens, 2010). While coach
as observer was a role that I had not practiced
frequently, I wondered if I would I be able to
observe the transfer of learning from professional
development training after a time lapse of a year.
Since both my role and daily tasks positioned the
teachers and myself as interdependent
collaborators reflecting in action on pedagogical
practices, I wanted to examine the multiple
sources of data that I collected to better
understand job-embedded professional
development and the
transformation of
teaching and learning.
The specific research
questions are as
follows: 1) What
content literacy
strategies taught in
professional
development did
teachers continue to
integrate into social
studies instruction
one year after initial
training? 2) What
signals transformation
of teaching and
learning?

witnessed teachers engaged in instructional
practice however, I had never intentially thought
about a teacher's instructional practice in terms
of what specific strategies taught during
professional development training were
integrated into instruction nor had I reflected on
how do I knew teaching and learning were being
transformed. Ultimately, identification of the
content literacy strategies that transferred into
classroom practices and the identifcation of
indicators of transformation has significance to
all those interested in the transformation of
teaching and learning. See Figure 1.1 for this
researcher's model of teaching and learning
transformation.

Setting & Participants
Two second-career, White elementary teachersa fifth-grade teacher and a sixth-grade social
studies teacher-were invited to participate in
the study, with observations focused on their

As an experienced
coach, I frequently
provided professional
development for
teachers. Daily, I

Figure 1.1

Teaching and Learning Transformation
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social studies instruction for 45-minute periods.
These teachers were in their first year of teaching.
Each teacher participated in 30 hours of content
literacy professional development training
provided by the learning coach at the end of the
2005 school year. Mrs. Robbins (pseudonym)
taught sixth-grade social studies. Miss Molly
(pseudonym) had a fourth-fifth-grade
combination class in which she taught social
studies to the combined grades.

Professional Development Training
In 2005, Miss Molly & Mrs. Robbins
participated in 30 hours of Michigan Content
Literacy Assessment Standards and Strategies
(MiCLASS) training facilitated by the learning
coach. This training included theory,
demonstration and guided practice of (24)
content literacy strategies during the workshop,
and an assigned case study in which participants
practiced each strategy learned during the
training with a student(s). Table I summarizes
the strategies taught during the training.

Table I
Content Literacy Strategies

Theory & Philospophy

Data to Inform Instruction

Constructing Meaning

Studentengagment

Traffic lights

Comprehension Strategies

Transformative Theory

Hyde Park

Think-Alouds

Constsructivist Theory

Literacy timline

Marginalia

Leaming styles

Text mapping

Differentiated Instruction

Reciprocal teaching
Profundity

Writing to Learn

Expressive Thinking

Standarized Assessment

Writing for content

Conversation, thinking &

QRI

knowledge

Leaming

Word lists

Writing Engagement

Social construction of

Spelling inventory

Graphic organizers

meanmg

Power of Words
Word knowledge
Concept development

Spring 2014, Vol. 46, No. 2

61

Coaching Learning: Perspectives on Teaching and Learning

During the study, the participants and the coach
engaged in reflection action activites in the form
of pre- and post-observation interviews.

Data Sources
The questions in this study were explored
through three types of data collection: spoken
data, observational data, and documents. Table 2
describes the data collected from the case study
particpants. These artifacts provided vignettes
that described the particpants' instructional
practice over time and documents collaboration
rendered by the learning coach guided this
observational case study (Merriam 2009; Stake,
1995; Yin, 2009) .
Since the participant observer was the primary
data collector, an observational case study guided
the design of this study (McMillan, 2011).
Documentation from multiple data sources were
collected and triangulated to corroborate and
augment evidence of the transfer of instructional
strategies from professional development training
into classroom practice in addition to the
transformation of teaching and learning. To
create a chain of evidence, multiple data sources
from three types of data were collected: spoken
data, observational data, and documents. Table II
describes the data collected from each participant
and included informal interviews, field notes of
ten classroom observations, learning coach's
research logs, an on-line questionnaire, and
participant artifacts such as lesson plans and
monthly reflections.

Spoken data
Spoken data included 10 pre and post
observation interviews as well as audio recordings
of classroom observations that were transcribed
in full for each participant. These interviews
captured ways of speaking, being, and valuing
teaching and learning used by the participants to
present themselves as educators. Interviews with
the participants lasted approximately 30 minutes.
Over the course of these interviews, the teachers
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raised issues related to content literacy strategies,
lesson planning, and student learning. They
spoke of things that were moments of pride as
well as challenges. They reflected on their lessons
and described how they viewed the teaching and
learning in their classroom. Simultaneous or
informal interviews with teachers provided
further information about the resources or
support needed from the learning coach. Field
notes of interviews describing reflective
questioning and feedback were written
immediately following the interviews.

Observational data
Observational data of classroom lessons
contextualized the interview data, often
confirming or extending descriptions offered in
the lesson plans and interviews. Rather than
conveying the transfer of content literacies
strategies through the perspectives of the
participants, observational data and interactions
with students allowed me to observe the teachers
in their learning communities Field notes of
observations were completed within and hour of
the observation; notes were recorded on a laptop
computer for observation and in the margins of
the printed copy of the field notes. To establish a
member check, the study participants confirmed
that the discourse in the transcripts was captured
accurately. In addition, two MiCLASS
professional development trainers served as
readers to review the data and to determine if the
coding system and patterns found by the
researcher were consistent with the readers'
interpretation of evidence of content literacy
strategies taught during the professional
development.

Documents
Finally, document data including a questionnaire,
lesson plans, monthly reflections, and learning
coach research logs were viewed in conjunction
with spoken and observational data to reveal
participants' descriptions of content literacy
strategies being used.
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Table 2
Data Sources

Spoken Data

Observational Data

Documents

Pre & pos interviews

Field notes

Lesson plnas

Audiotapes

Reflections
On-line questionnaire
Researcher logs

Data Analysis
I analyzed the data using the constant
comparison method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967)
based on grounded theory. Through this
recursive process, specific content literacy
strategies used in practice were identifiable as
were the transformation learning indicators. The
research incorporated the interdependent
collaborative relationships within contexts of
each participant and learning coach that affected
the transfer of learning. All three forms of data,
spoken data, observational data, and documents,
were collected from both teachers in addition to
the learning coach's service logs and audio-taped
interviews. Frequently, the accounts of lessons
that the participants recounted during interviews
were enacted when I visited their classrooms. At
other times, a teacher's report about a strategy
being used was contradicted by my assessment of
the strategy employed during lessons. Data
analysis was on-going throughout the datacollection phase. Preliminary data analysis (e.g.,
reviews of field notes, lessons plans, teacher
reflections, and transcription of interview data)
involved a recursive process that informed
ongoing data collection and analysis. Evidence
was triangulated to facilitate the generalization of
inferences based on the findings (Yin, 2003).
Any disconfirming evidence such as an
inconsistency between lesson plans and the lesson

observed, was looked for to establish credibility
between themes and data. (Creswell, 1998).

Findings
Transfer of Content Literacy
Strategies
During this case study, multiple data sources
were used to identify the transfer of content
literacy strategies taught in professional
development training that transferred into
classroom practice by each of the participants.
Seven domains emerged from the data that were
consistent with the content of the professional
development training: (a) theory and philosophy,
(b) data to inform instruction, (c) constructing
meaning, (d) writing to learn, (e) expressive
thinking, (f) standardized assessments, and (g)
the power of words.
The coach's observations captured the transfer of
the content literacy strategies from the
professional development training. Miss Molly
transferred 21 content literacy strategies and Mrs.
Robbins transferred 18 content literacy strategies.
Overall, the transfer of content literacy strategies
were identified in the data.
During implementation, adaptations were made
to the content literacy stratgies from the
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professional development training and were
affirmed through multiple data sources. The
coach observed that seven adaptations were made
to the content literacy strategies transfered by
Miss Molly. The coach affirmed that Mrs.
Robbins made three adaptations to the content
literacy strategies.
The case study data revealed that the content
literacy strategies taught during professional
development training did transfer into classroom
practice. In addition, the research revealed that
the particpants adapted the content literacy
strategies as their competency developed.

Discussion
Common Language Development. Question one
sought to identify what content literacy strategies
taught in the professional development training
did teachers continue to integrate into social
studies instruction one year after their initial
training. The analysis of the participants'
discourse from multiple data sources revealed
that the participants were able to directly transfer
many of the strategies learned during the
professional development training into their
classrooms. The vocabulary from the training
created a common language between the teachers
and coach and the teachers and students. The
participants' professional development training
instructor was the literacy coach. As a result, the
participants and the literacy coach were able to
use a common language to discuss content
literacy strategies, which aided in the transfer of
the professional development. The common
language was not only used, but was reinforced as
needed throughout the school year. The
continued presence and proper use of the
vocabulary from the training indicated that the
strategy instruction was actively used one year
later.

Common Language Among
the Teachers and Coach
The first important conclusion that can be drawn
from the data analysis is that the development of
a common language bridged the content of
professional development training to the
community of learners within the context of this
study (Klingner et al., 1999). The initial content
literacy professional development training
provided a frame for the common language used
among the participants and the reading
specialist/learning coach. The daily use of
content literacy language in the participants'
classroom and discussions with the learning
coach reinforced the common language that was
understood and used by coach, teachers, and
students. After a common language was
established by identifying key vocabulary words,
the teachers were then able to release more
responsibility to the students for their learning.
In addition, because the participants
demonstrated an understanding of the content
literacy strategies and a common language had
been established, the learning coach was also able
to release more responsibility to the participants
for teaching the strategies.
The researchers' log revealed that the participants
independently named the content literacy
strategies they were using both in their lesson
plans and pre-observation interview.
Additionally, the participants were using the
same vocabulary with their students. It was
common for the participants to identify a
particular strategy during a pre-observation
interview.
Mrs. Robbins: The strategy I am going to use in
the next observation is or I want to use the
reciprocal teaching technique for next
Wednesday.
Miss Molly: We're going to do the profundity
chart again, which the kids are very familiar with.
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The development of a common vocabulary
happens over time and may require multiple
explanations to facilitate the ownership of newly
learned terminology.
Miss Molly: I asked the literacy coach at least
thirty times to explain a very complex category
within the Frayer Model, non-essential elements.
This substantiates Showers, Joyce, & Bennett's
(1987) claim that, "for a complex model of
teaching ... about 25 teaching episodes during
which the new strategy is used are necessary
before all the conditions of transfer are achieved"
(p. 86). The development of a common language
must be relevant to the context of the learning
and meaningful to the members of a learning
community in order for it to be productive and
not just educational jargon that becomes a
devaluation of the content (Sarason, 2004).

Miss Molly: I think their opinions come from a
year of in-depth study and the consistent use of
higher order thinking skills.
The common language used in the classrooms
indicated not only had the strategies transferred
from the professional development training, but
also that the common language that developed
from these strategies enhanced the collaborative
reasoning skills among students.

Common Language Among
the Teachers and Students

Releasing Power to the Learner. The amount of
participants' modified strategies seemed to
directly relate with the amount of responsibility
they released to the students for learning.
Releasing power to the learner was a gradual
process that was inherent in the levels of
instructional support provided by the literacy
coach. Over time, participants demonstrated
ownership for a particular strategy by adapting or
combining strategies learned during professional
development training. Transformation in learning
was evident in the discourse structures and
actions taken by the participants.

Miss Molly revealed that she understood the
importance of having a common language to use
in her classroom.

Release ofLearning from
the Coach to the Teachers

Miss Molly: I wonder sometimes what an
outsider would think about the way I conduct
the classroom during social studies. In my
opinion ... students want to talk intelligently
about a subject. They want to have the
vocabulary to express their ideas.
Miss Mooney also reported on how common
language provides learning access to all during
class discussion.
Miss Molly: We use narrative text and the seven
reading strategies to dig deeper and analyze
actions and decisions. The Frayer Model [gets] us
to a place where we have a common language in
which every child understands and is able to
contribute to the 'big discussions'.
She also understood that the students' vocabulary
developed over a period of time.

The literacy coach, in keeping with the theory
presented in the professional development
training, supported the participants' learning by
gradually releasing the responsibility of the
content literacy strategies to them. In the same
manner, the participants were taught during the
professional development training to release
power to their students using, "To, With, and
By'' as a guide for gradual release of
responsibility. "To" is when a teacher
demonstrates or models how to do something
and may be thought of as "I do". "With" occurs
when the teacher is guiding the students' practice
and may be thought of as "We do". "By'' is when
a student can do it independently and may be
thought as "You do". Teachers need various
amounts of support to transform their
instructional strategies just as students need
different modes of support over time to learn
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content. The literacy coach modeled this method
of releasing learning with the teachers over the
course of the year thus supporting the
instructional choices of each teacher along the
way that resulted in the transfer of professional
development training.

Miss Molly tried to redirect the students by
doing the Concept Definition Map "With" the
students.
Miss Molly: Let's go back. How would you
define tools? What would you want me to do
with this?

Reflection in Action
Metacognition leads to reflection as reveal by
Mrs. Robbins when she realized that she could
release more responsibility to her students for
learning than she had been accustomed to. Her
May reflection captured how using the content
literacy strategies (a) had transformed her
thinking, and (b) had enabled her to gradually
release responsibility for learning to her students.
Mrs. Robbins: We did some Think-Alouds, the
kids responded so well that I repeated the
strategies over and over again, finding out that
the kids responded better and better. I found out
that I really could release some of the learning
and teaching to the students and they would still
be responsible for the content ...
Miss Molly demonstrated her understanding of
the importance of student agency in her
instructional action by allowing her students to
take ownership of their learning. During Miss
Molly's fifth observation, the researcher captured
the following conversation between Miss Molly
and her students that demonstrated the gradual
release of responsibility.
Miss Molly:
Okay I'm putting up the one I
did on 'capital equipment.' Can I tell you exactly
what I thought as I did this?
My view would be something you
Student 1:
own in your company.
Student 2:

I feel limited by this.

Student 3:

You cannot go as deep.

Student 4:
with this.

You can't voice your opinions

66

Student 5: Maybe it would work for classes
that don't go as deep as our class.

Student 1: Above property put essentials.
Student 2: Non-essentials on the opposite side.
Miss Molly: You know what you are doing? You
are turning it into a Frayer Model. I think we
should put non-essential under essential. Then I
think we should have non-examples.
The use of collaborative reasoning empowered
the student to voice his opinion when he said,
Student 2: No, I think the illustrations are
examples. Therefore, why do you need nonexamples?
Miss Molly enabled her students to take
ownership of their learning "By'' releasing
responsibility to them as indicated in the
statement:
Miss Molly: Okay, here's what we are going to
do: if you want to leave it the way it is, do so. If
not, fix it the way you want it.
Miss Molly's students' ownership for their
learning did not happen just because they had
done one Frayer Model. It occurred because there
was a process of using the content literacy
strategies taught in the professional development
training over time using a gradual release of
responsibility. In essence, "Learning is not a
point in time but a process over time" that
requires multiple factors and levels of support
(Sarason, 2004, p. 50).

Purposeful Professional Conversations. The data
suggested that purposeful, professional
conversations were essential in the relationship
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between the participants and the learning coach.
Coaching support provided a network that
affected the participants' transfer of content
literacy strategies as well as their collective sense
of belief in their ability to influence how well
students learn (Bandura, 2001). Seymour
Sarason (1993) suggests that, "Yes, we expect
teachers to give their all to the growth and
development of students. But a teacher cannot
sustain such giving unless the conditions exist for
the continued growth and development of the
teacher" (p. 62).

Transformation of Teaching
and Learning
Observation and reflective conversation are two
methods utilized by the coach that provided
sustained time needed for the exchange of both
explicit and tacit, or unspoken implied
knowledge (Polanyi, 1967, 2009; Shim and
Roth, 2008). Specifically, the coach served the
classroom teacher as both a resource and partner
in supporting the transfer of new learning with
implications for instructional refinement
categorized as implied as well as what is
categorized as explicit useful knowledge (Polanyi,
1967, 2009; Ray, 2009). This refinement of
instructional practice is closely related to Schon's
(1983) theory of reflection in action and
situational perspective most recently investigated
by Rush (2013). For example, the feedback and
support from the learning coach provided a
source of social interaction among experienced
(coach) and novice teaching professionals
(participants). This kind of continuous on-going
feedback and support is a critical tool of a coach
that can bolster, or weaken, a teacher's belief in
his/her ability to teach (Henson, 2001).
Ultimately, it is a teacher's level of belief in their
ability to teach that impacts instructional
decisions. Coaching, however, can be an effective
component that can facilitate this process.
Seymour Sarason (2004) asserts that "learning is a
process that occurs in an interpersonal context

and is dynamically comprised of factors whose
strength is never zero" (p. 7). The purposeful and
professional conversations between the learning
coach and the participants established an
interpersonal context for reflection and
instructional growth. These conversations also
provided a conduit for creating a shared sense of
learning. These conversations could be paralleled
to conversations between teachers and students. A
critical part of each participant's learning
experience was these reflective conversations.
Sarason (2004) sums it up in this way, ''A context
of productive learning is one in which you expect,
encourage, and stimulate questions" (p. 66).
The observations and interviews provided a
context for the learning coach to have reflective
conversations with the participants about the
instructional strategies they used in their
classrooms. Alexandra Weinbaum and colleagues
(2004) suggest that teacher conversations "often
lead to discussions that are unfocused, rich in
anecdotes but short on data or analysis, and too
often negative about students" (p. 46). To the
contrary, the data revealed that the conversations
that took place between the participants and the
coach were productive and professional because
they focused on student learning using common
language about content literacy strategies.
Lastly, the participants' sense of competency in
their instructional action was evident in the
adaptation of the content literacy strategy. The
transfer of professional development was a direct
result of the participants' initial desire to enhance
their repertoire of instructional practices as well
as increase competency that transformed their
teaching and learning.

Summary of Findings
Signals of Teaching and
Learning Transformation
The initial indication of transformation of
teaching and learning taking place was affirmed
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by the use of a common language that was
developed during the professional development
training and continued to be part of the on-going
dialogue between the participants and the coach.
Classroom discussion between the participants
and their students reinforced the common
language that was initiated during the training.
The next indication was demonstrated over time,
as participants assumed ownership for a
particular strategy by adapting or combining
content literacy strategies learned during the
professional development training. Adaptations
appeared to be directly related with the amount
of responsibility teachers released to the students
for learning. Content literacy strategy
adpatations occurred within the five domains of:
(a) data to inform instruction, (b) constructing
meaning, (c) expressive thinking, (d)
constructing meaning, and (e) the power of
words. The researcher observed seven different
adaptations to content literacy strategies by Miss
Molly. Mrs. Robbins reported and the researcher
confirmed the adaption of three content literacy
strategies.
Finally, another signal that emerged from the
data was reflection in action described as
purposeful professional conversations between
the participants and the coach. Instructional
discussions also provided a source of
interdependent expectation that reinforced the
value of content literacy instructional practice.
In this study, the learning coach ensured ongoing dialogue focused on instructional practices.
In addition, support rendered was differentiated
based on individual needs. Sarason (2004)
reminds us that it is the passion to learn that will
sustain the adult learner through the dissonance
that occurs while acquiring new instructional
strategies. It is important for coaches to be
sensitive to stages in adult learning as it pertains
to the transfer of professional development into
classroom practice.
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The findings of this study led me to
operationalize the transfer of professional
development into classroom practice in terms of
Howard & Fleishman (1982) and Tharp and
Gallimore's (1988) stages of competency as well
as indicators of professional development
transfer. The professional development training
was categorized as the assisted stage (Tharp &
Gallimore (1988). During the training, they
became consciously aware of the gaps in their
learning and needed assistance in moving
towards the conscious incompetence stage
(Howard & Fleishman, 1982) or self-assistance
stage (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988). Thus, the
participants moved from unconscious
incompetence, or not knowing what they didn't
know about a given strategy, to awareness of their
lack of proficiency, or conscious incompetence,
with the newly learned strategy. The selfassistance stage (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988) or
conscious incompetence stage (Howard &
Fleishman, 1982) was identified by the teacher's
intent to use the strategy as suggested in their
lesson plans. This showed that teachers were able
to use the strategy independently with
forethought and pre-planning. Common
language used by the participant signaled this
stage.
The automatic performance stage (Tharp and
Gallimore, 1988) or unconscious competence
(Howard & Fleishman, 1982) was the next stage
signaled by release of power to the learner. In this
stage, the teachers demonstrated fluency and
automaticity in the use of the strategy and were
confident in their students' use of the strategy.
However, the real transformation took place
when teachers reflected on their practice with a
strategy as indicated by the particpant's
purposeful professional conversations. This stage
was termed as reflective competence (Hicks
2004). In this stage, transformation of teaching
and learning was evident as the teachers were able
to judge the effectiveness of the strategy and
differentiate it accordingly. Transformational
teaching and learning is a recursive and fluid
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process in which a learner moves in and out of a
stage depending upon the social context of the
learner's setting. See Figure 2.1 for the
transformational teaching and learning model.

Implications for Teaching
and Learning
This research suggests that the transfer of
professional development can be sustained over
time with the support of a coach. Several findings
in this research contain important implications
for learning within today's educational system.
First, transfer of learning is likely to be sustained
over time when a collegial support network is
provided that enables teachers to discuss
instructional strategies and get ideas for
implementing them. Instructional discussions
also provide a source of collective
expectation that reinforces the
value of content literacy
instructional practices. Collegial
networks, in this case study with
a reading specialist/learning
coach, ensure on-going
purposeful, professional
conversations that are focused on
instructional practices.

based on individual needs. Sarason (2004)
reminds us that, "of all the factors comprising
and influencing the process of learning, the
strength of wanting to learn may well be the
most fateful" (p. 7). Initial desire to learn is
essential to the transfer of all professional
development endeavors however desire alone may
not be enough to ensure transfer of professional
development training. The transfer of
professional development requires various
amounts of feedback, support, and reflection
because adult learners have different readiness
levels. It is the passion to learn that will sustain
the adult learner through the dissonance that
occurs while acquiring new instructional
strategies.
Fourth, student responses influence the
instructional choices teachers make. If teachers
perceive the strategy as producing high levels of

Second, classroom discussions
reinforce the common language a
teacher wants students to utilize.
In addition, utilization of a
common language fosters active
participation. Competence is
fostered, as students are able to
independently express their
thoughts. As a result, student
learning increases and
conversations become more
purposeful and productive.
Third, depth of understanding
takes time to acquire and requires
differentiated amount of support

Figure 2.1

Transformational Teaching and Learning
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student engagement, they are more likely to
continue to use or enhance the strategy by
combining it with another strategy. Additionally,
a greater student response is a factor in
determining how much responsibility teachers
release to students for learning.

however three main determinants were factors in
bolstering the participants' belief in their ability to
influence how well students learn. They were: (a)
common language development, (b) releasing of
power to the learner, and (c) purposeful,
professional conversations.

Fifth, coaching provides a means of continual
support to ensure transfer of professional
development training. Professional development
training is essential to teacher learning but not
enough to ensure that the training transfers into
classroom practice. Continual feedback and
support from a coach has a significant impact on
a teacher's beliefs, skills, and development of
reflective practices within the school.

The findings of this study were consistent with
the body of research on coaching (Joyce &
Showers, 1981, 1983; Loucks-Horsley &
Matsumoto, 1999; Sparks, 1983). In particular,
the content literacy professional development
training components were a combination of
theory, modeling, and practice. Individually, each
of these components would have little impact on
the transfer of training however this study
suggests that, when used in combination, they
impacted the transfer of training. On-going
theory discussions increased the conceptual
awareness of the participants. Modeling of
strategies enabled the participants to visualize
how to utilize the strategy. Practice was
embedded in the training. Each participant was
required to practice the content literacy strategies
learned during the training with a student.
Awareness and knowledge are crucial to practice
however without practice, transfer would be
nearly impossible.

Finally, it is important that a coach is accessible
to staff members. Therefore, having a coach in
each building is a convenience that benefits a
learning community. Teachers are more likely to
seek out a coach who is available to answer
questions or provide resources in a timely
manner.

Conclusions
The data revealed the transfer of content literacy
strategies as well as three indicators that coach can
use to signal different stages of learning
transformation. The theme of agency, or personal
responsibility for learning, emerged as part of the
data analysis process. This researcher believes that
the professional development training coupled
with coaching created a positive learning
atmosphere. The strengthening of the participants'
belief in their ability to influence how well
students learn was the result of this structure. The
students' and teachers' behaviors that were directly
tied to learning were a demonstration of their
beliefs. Teacher and student agency appeared to
be, in part, a direct result of professional
development transfer and the types of feedback
and support provided by the coach. The extent to
which the participants implemented and adapted
content literacy strategies varied considerably
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The observations and interviews provided a
structure for feedback, support and reflection.
Feedback was provided to each participant by the
reading learning coach in a practice-feedback
sequence. This purposeful, professional feedback
was given toward the goal of strategy acquisition.
Joyce and Showers (1980) assert that feedback
"has reasonable power for acquisition of skills and
their transfer to the classroom situation" (p. 384).

Summary
Richard Dufour and Robert Eaker (1998)
remind us " ... it is no longer justifiable to assess
the effectiveness of a staff development program
solely on the basis of participant satisfaction.
This narrow assessment strategy does not provide
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a reliable predictor of either willingness to
implement or impact on learning" (p. 267).
Coaching however appeared to provide a link
between professional development training and
the participants' classroom practice. Coaching is
beneficial as it provides the support that teachers
need to implement and sustain training over a
considerable period of time as their competency
with the new learning develops.
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Texts for the Whole Self
continued from page 3
knows, the only way of coming downstairs, but sometimes he feels that
there really is another way, if only he could stop bumping for a moment
and think of it. And then he feels that perhaps there isn't. Anyhow, here
he is at the bottom, and ready to be introduced to you. Winnie-the-Pooh."
For days I sat next to my son in the pediatric intensive care unit at C.S. Mott Children's Hospital and read aloud Winnie the
Pooh by A.A. Milne, with the humming of the ventilator and beeping of monitors in the background, and nurses and doctors
coming in out. The adventures of that silly old bear gave me more comfort than I can express. I was transported to the Hundred Acre Wood and it felt like I was introducing Langston to new friends, "Langston, meet Pooh Bear and dear little Piglet!
And here we have Tigger. .. but watch out for him, he's extra bouncy." Page after page, I found comfort in that book and my
sweet boy got the comfort of hearing his mommy's voice and knowing that she was near.
Months later, Langston is healthy and thriving. We still read together every day-nonfiction and fiction, for knowledge and
for comfort. Raising a little reader has me thinking so much about the purposes of text and how I want him to both learn
from and find joy in books, which is what we want for all of our students as well. I hope you will learn from and get excited
about this issue of MRJ
This issue invites readers to construct knowledge about content area literacy in science, as well as how to use and interpret
standardized assessments. Readers can explore paradigms for instructional coaching. They can also learn about ways to cultivate digital literacy in their schools and teaching practice. This issue also invites readers to engage their own and students'
emotions about literacy. Danielle DeFauw and Ryan Hipp discuss how to motivate young writers and reviews of books for
children and young adults share texts that will speak to our students and engage not just their minds, but their hearts as well.
Enjoy the issue!
Warm regards,
Leah
Photo of Langston courtesy of Bella Uno Photography in Rochester, MI (www.bellaunophotography.com)

Leah van Belle is the Director of Graduate Programs in Literacy Education and associate professor ofeducation at Madonna University in Livonia, Ml Dr. van Belle teaches all ofher courses as field-based classes in Detroit schools. Her work as an urban education
consultant and instructional coach allows her to collaborate with amazing teachers in working to close the academic opportunity and
achievement gap. She earned her doctorate in education from the University ofMichigan, Ann Arbor. Email her at MR]@MichiganReading.org and find her online at www.RethinkingTeaching.org.
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